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Abstract 
The concept of resilience is attracting increasing attention across a wide range of 
academic disciplines and business sectors. At the present time retailers face a 
seemingly growing number of disruptive changes, including climate change and 
threats to the security of their supply chains and In the light of such changes, a focus 
on resilience might be seen to have much to offer retail organisations. However, little 
work has been published in the academic literature on if, and how, individual retailers 
are employing the concept of resilience in their business strategies and planning. 
With these thoughts in mind, this exploratory case study outlines definitions of 
resilience and retail resilience, provides an exploratory review of if, and how, the 
leading retailers in the UK have publicly recognised the importance of resilience in 
their business strategies and offers some wider reflections on the employment of the 
concept within retailing. The case study reveals that the majority of the leading 
retailers in the UK have publicly recognised the importance of resilience but the 
authors argue that the employment of the concept within retailing raises a number of 
wider issues including measurement, scale and corporate control, distributional 
equity and power and the relationship between resilience and growth: merit reflection 
and discussion.  
Keywords: Resilience, Leading Retailers in the UK, Climate Change, Supply Chain 
Security, Information and Cyber Security 
Introduction 
The concept of resilience, loosely defined as the ability to withstand or to bounce 
back from adversity and disruption, is attracting increasing attention across a number 
of business sectors (Jones and Comfort 2018; Sarda and Pogutz 2018). At the 
present time retailers face a seemingly growing number of disruptive changes and 
under the headline ‘Resilience in Retail’, AlixPartners (2019, webpage) the global 
consulting company, for example, argued ‘in the UK, the high street is going through 
apocalyptic change.’ These disruptive changes include store closures, business 
failures, re-structuring and the job losses; the impact of disruptive technologies, 
particularly the continuing growth of online retailing; threats to supply chains 
associated with climate change and political instability: and ever changing customer 
expectations and the emergence of new types of retail experiences. In the light of 
such changes, a focus on resilience might be seen to have much to offer retail 
organisations. However, Dolega and Celinska-Janowicz (2015) suggested that its 
application in the retail sector ‘is rather scarce.’ While Scope (2018), a German 
based business ratings agency, reported it expected European retailers ‘to prove 
more resilient’ to ‘the digital chill’ than bricks and mortar retailers ‘on the US high 
street’, little work has been published in the academic literature on if, and how, 
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individual retailers are employing the concept of resilience in their business 
strategies and planning. With these thoughts in mind, this exploratory case study 
outlines definitions of resilience and retail resilience, provides an exploratory review 
of if, and how, the leading retailers in the UK have publicly recognised the 
importance of resilience in their business strategies and offers some wider 
reflections on the employment of the concept within retailing.  
Resilience and Retail Resilience 
  
A number of origins and meanings are claimed for resilience in the academic and 
business world. More specifically, Sharifi and Yamagata (2014) suggested that 
‘despite the abundance of research on resilience there is still no single, universally 
accepted definition for it’ and Fabry and Zeghui (2019) argued ‘there are competing 
definitions of resilience.’ Hassler and Kohler (2014), for example, claimed that 
‘resilience as a design principle, was an implicit part of construction knowledge 
before the nineteenth century’ and Sharifi and Yamagata (2014) suggested that ‘the 
concept of resilience has traditionally been used in physics and psychology.’ Davoudi 
et al. (2012) acknowledged that ‘resilience was first used by physical scientists’ and 
argued that in the 1960’s ‘resilience entered the field of ecology.’ MacKinnon and 
Derickson (2013) suggested that ‘the concept of resilience has migrated from the 
natural and physical sciences to the social sciences and public policy, as the 
identification of global threats such as economic crises, climate change and 
international terrorism has focused attention on the responsive capacities of places 
and social systems.’  
  
There is also growing recognition of the importance of resilience within the corporate 
world. PricewaterhouseCoopers (2017a), for example, emphasised their belief that 
‘enterprise resilience is the most important capability in business today.’ Here 
enterprise resilience is defined as ‘an organisation’s capacity to anticipate and react 
to change, not only to survive, but also to evolve’ (PricewaterhouseCoopers 2017b.) 
At the same time, there is growing interest in the creation of resilient business 
strategies. In introducing ‘resilient business strategies’, the BSR (2018) argued 
‘rather than integrate sustainability into company strategy, we believe companies 
need to create resilient business strategies.’ Such strategies are ‘based on an 
understanding that rapidly-shifting external context – our changing demographics, 
disruptive technologies, economic dislocation and natural resource scarcity are not 
only sustainability issues but also business issues’ (BSR 2018).  
Defining retail resilience is not straightforward and to date, definitions have been 
couched in terms of its role in wider economic and urban structures, rather than on 
the corporate dimensions of retail resilience.  The emphasis here lies in in town 
planning, urban regeneration, town centre management and geography and the 
focus is on ‘the ways and means retail systems contribute to cities’ sustainability and 
resilience (Barata-Salgueiro and Erkip 2014).  Dolega and Celinska-Janowicz 
(2015), for example, looked to define ‘retail resilience’ specifically in terms of ‘the 
resilience of an urban retail system’ as the ‘ability of different types of retailing to 
adapt to changes, crises or shocks that challenge the system’s equilibrium without 
failing to perform its functions in a sustainable way.’  
Under the banner, ‘Retail Resilience’ Dolega and Celinska-Janowicz (2015) analysed 
the applicability of the concept ‘to the retail sector within the context of the town 
centre’ and proposed ‘a possible analytical framework for adaptively resilient retail 
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centres. Further, Dolega and Celinska-Janowicz (2015) claimed this framework 
offered a practical application for spatial and urban planning and can be beneficial to 
various stakeholders and practitioners, including retailers, policy makers, and town 
centre managers.’ In a similar vein, Ozuduru and Guldmann (2013) were concerned 
to develop ‘a framework for the effective integration of retail planning into urban 
policy to enhance urban economic resilience.’ Wrigley and Dolega (2011) argued that 
resilience offered ‘analytical leverage in structuring understanding of the likely 
evolutionary paths of UK town centres and high streets.’ Singleton et al. (2016) 
developed the concept of ‘e-resilience’ to define ‘the vulnerability of retail centres to 
the effects of rapidly growing internet sales.’ In their conclusions Singleton et al. 
(2016) suggested that ‘a comprehensive classification of retail centres, based on 
their e-resilience levels provides a resource that can be used by a wide range of 
stakeholders, including academics, retailers and town centre managers.’ 
In looking to provide a more specific business focus, the authors tentatively suggest 
the following working definition, namely that retail, or more specifically retailer 
resilience, is  a retailer’s capacity to anticipate and react constructively to 
unexpected events and disruptive changes in its operating environment, and thus to 
maintain business continuity. The limited work published to date on the resilience of 
retailers, has focused on retailers collectively, on anonymously, rather than on 
named retail organisations. In addressing the role of food retailers in improving 
resilience in global food supply, Macfadyen et al. (2016), for example, suggested that 
supermarkets occupied a critical point in the chain, which makes them ‘highly 
sensitive to variability in supply.’ The authors also argued that the concentration in 
the chain down to a few retailers in each country provides an ‘opportunity to increase 
r e s i l i e n c e o f f u t u r e s u p p l y g i v e n a p p r o p r i a t e , s c a l e - d e p e n d e n t 
interventions’ (Macfadyen et al. 2016). Valikangas and Romme (2013) presented a 
case study of how an anonymised US retailer developed its quest for resilience 
capabilities. The case study described how the company deliberately engaged in 
advancing and practicing strategic resilience. In exploring the impact of retailers’ 
resilience strategies on urban space in Ankara Turkey, Erkip et al. (2014) revealed 
that ‘the resilience strategies of traditional retailers are reactive rather than 
proactive.’ Further, Erkip et al. (2014) suggested that while ‘this provides them with 
the flexibility to adapt themselves more quickly to the changes in the sector’, there is 
‘no holistic retail policy in Turkey, reactive strategies also result in unplanned use of 
urban space.’ 
Method of Enquiry 
  
In order to conduct an exploratory review of if, and how, the leading retailers in the 
UK have publicly reported on their engagement with resilience, ten of the leading UK 
retail organisations, as listed by Retail Economics (2018) and Deloitte (2019), were 
selected to provide the empirical information for this exploratory case study. The 
retailers selected retailers were Tesco, Sainsbury’s, Asda, Morrisons, Kingfisher, 
Marks and Spencer, Dixons Carphone, John Lewis Partnership, Co-operative Group 
and Next. As large players within UK retailing, the selected companies might be seen 
to reflect cutting edge thinking in their approach to resilience at a time of when 
retailers are facing an increasing range of disruptive changes. The authors initially 
conducted a series of Internet searches in July 2019  for information, using the two 
key words and phrases namely ‘resilience’ and the name of each of the selected 
retailers. The nature of the subsequent navigation process varied from one retailer to 
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another as the authors pursued the most promising line of enquiry to reveal the 
retailer’s approach to resilience. The information obtained from these searches 
provided the empirical information for this paper. The specific examples and selected 
quotations drawn from the corporate websites are used for illustrative rather than 
comparative purposes, with the principal aim being on reviewing the ways in which 
the selected retailers had recognised the importance of resilience in their business 
strategies. The case study is based on information that is in the public domain and 
the authors took the considered view that they did not need to contact the selected 
retailers to obtain formal permission prior to conducting their research.  
The four largest retail companies in the UK, namely, Tesco, Sainsbury’s Asda and 
Morrisons, are often referred to as food retailers, though in part this is a misnomer in 
that while they were all initially established as grocery retailers, they now all sell a 
wider range of consumer goods. Tesco is the UK’s largest retailer, with some 3,400 
stores and over 310,000 employees and it trades from hypermarket, superstore, and 
convenience store formats and increasingly online. Tesco was founded in 1919 as a 
group of market stalls and the first Tesco shop was opened in North London in 1931. 
Sainsbury’s initially founded in 1869, trades from over 600 supermarkets, some 800 
convenience stores and the 800 stores operating under the banner of Argos (a 
catalogue retailer acquired by Sainsbury’s in 2016), throughout the UK. Asda, (now 
part of Walmart, the world’s largest retailer) was founded in Yorkshire in 1965 and 
though originally based in the north of England, the company began to expand its 
retail operations into the South of England during the 1970s and 1980s and it 
currently trades from over 600 locations within the UK. Morrisons, founded in 1899 in 
Bradford, Yorkshire, trades from some 500 stores. The company’s operations were 
concentrated in the Midlands and North of England up to 2004 but since then it has 
developed a growing presence in the South of England.  
The John Lewis Partnership operates a chain of over 30 John Lewis department 
stores and some 600 Waitrose food supermarkets. Kingfisher, is a UK based home 
improvement retailer, with over 1,200 stores in 10 countries across Europe, Russia 
and Turkey and it trades as B&Q, Brico Depot, Screw Fix, Castorama and Praktiker. 
Marks and Spencer, arguably the UK’s most iconic retailer, specialises in the sale of 
clothing, household goods and food and trades from almost 1,000 stores within the 
UK, including over 600 that sell only food products. Dixons Carphone is a 
multinational electrical and telecommunications retailer, which operates in 8 
European countries under a number of brands including, Currys, PC World, 
Carphone Warehouse and Elkjop. The Cooperative Group is a consumer 
cooperative with a diverse range of retail operations, principally food retailing, but 
which also includes electrical retailing, travel agencies and funeral services. Next is a 
multinational clothing, footwear and home products retailer and trades from some 
500 stores in the UK and a further 200 in Europe, Asia and the Middle East.  
The Leading Retailers in the UK and Resilience 
All bar one of the selected retailers (namely Dixons Carphone) publicly 
acknowledged the importance of resilience across a range of business challenges. 
These challenges, included technology delivery and information and cyber security, 
relationships with local communities, the health and well-being of employees, 
political uncertainty and instability, and unexpected events and incidents but the 
issues of climate change, and particularly for the food retailers, of the security of 
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supply chains, loomed large. In addressing ‘the challenge of a changing climate’, 
Asda (2014), for example, reported ‘our programme aims to bolster Asda’s resilience 
to the risks of climate change’ and emphasised ‘the role of responsible business is to 
adapt to change, help others to do so and to work with suppliers and customers to 
make sure we cut carbon emissions and deliver a more stable climate future for our 
children.’ More specifically, Asda (2014), reported carrying out what it claimed was a 
wide ranging analysis of long term climate trends and the implications for its supply 
chain and business operations and argued that it was ‘working on our resilience 
strategy’ and ‘bringing the issues to the fore across our stores, depots, suppliers and 
stakeholders.’ This analysis suggested that ‘only 5% of our fresh produce will not be 
affected by changes in climate’ (Asda 2014) and more generally the company 
reported ‘whether food sourcing, processing or transportation, there is a risk to all 
aspects of our operations.’ Further Asda (2014) argued that ‘knowing what is at risk 
means we can look at more detail into the most vulnerable product, as well as 
developing a climate awareness programme for category directors where high risk 
has been identified.’ 
Tesco (2019a) explicitly recognised that ‘climate change is the biggest environmental 
threat the world faces’ and that it ‘could pose particular challenges for our business, 
including our supply chain and operations.’ Tesco (2019a) further publicly 
acknowledged that disclosing its climate related financial risks, for the first time, is 
‘an important step in demonstrating our understanding of these risks and our efforts 
to mitigate them.’ Here Tesco (2019a) argued that their approach would not only be 
important in ‘enhancing business resilience’ but that ‘it also enables us to take 
advantage of any opportunities it may offer.’ More specifically Tesco (2019a) 
suggested that climate change is one of the foundations of its ‘Little Helps Plan’ 
launched in 2017. This plan, which is updated annually, sets out the company’s 
commitments to, and its progress towards, mitigating the climate change impacts of 
its own operations and of its supply chain. The company’s Corporate Responsibility 
Committee is responsible for managing its impacts on climate change.  
 As part of its approach to planning for climate change Tesco has 
commissioned a series of scenario analyses. In 2017/2018, the focus was on the 
company’s UK business and prioritised the company’s estate, produce and animal 
protein, and looked to examine the risks and opportunities the company may face in 
2030. Here the aim was to assess the company’s exposure to ‘physical climate risks 
such as rising temperatures, shifts in precipitation patterns and extreme weather 
events’ the analysis examined ‘agricultural production by country and product’ (Tesco 
2019a). At the same time, the scenario analysis also looked to assess the risks and 
opportunities arising from a transition to a low carbon economy and here the focus 
was on the material risks for the company arising from market and policy shifts in 
energy and agriculture. More generally, the results, from what will be a continuing 
series of scenario analyses, will be employed to inform long term strategic business 
planning.  
 Under the banner ’Empowering our farmers’, Sainsbury’s (2017) outlined ‘how 
we are building strong and resilient supply chains’, particularly in developing 
countries. Here the focus is on ‘long term planning and working with our farmers to 
help them become stronger and more resilient’ and the company argued that ‘by 
sharing information, insights and investment we can truly help them in making 
decisions that will improve their businesses and communities.’ The company outlined 
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how an ‘unpredictable mix of draughts and floods, of soil depletion and loss of vital 
nutrients’ and ‘new pests and diseases’, was bringing daunting new challenges for 
farmers who are ‘also struggling to compete in a world of volatile prices and political 
uncertainty.’ Sainsbury’s (2017) reported launching an ambitious programme to 
support its farmers in meeting these challenges, which aims to build resilient 
businesses and improve the quality of life for farming communities, while also 
‘helping to secure the future of some of our best loved products.’ In practical terms 
support ‘could include everything from soil conservation and pest management to 
finding ways to reduce costs – whether on inputs, energy, storage or transpiration; 
and improving the health of farmers and their families through initiatives like nutrition 
gardens and domestic livestock rearing’ (Sainsbury’s 2017). 
 In looking to emphasise their commitment to British farming, Morrisons 
(undated a) and the John Lewis Partnership (2019) have contributed to the ‘Princes’ 
Farm Resilience Programme’, which aims to help small farms that are under 
pressure because of volatile market prices and changes in agricultural policies. This 
programme looks to ‘support and develop vulnerable farm businesses through a 
series of business skills workshops and 
competitor benchmarking as well as one-to-one support and resource’ (Morrisons 
undated b). Nationally, up to 300 farmers can join the programme each year and 
workshops, are run in 15 locations across the UK. Topics include business planning, 
understanding accounts and budgeting, and exploring new farming opportunities. On 
the international scene, Morrisons have also explored the risks and opportunities in 
sourcing bananas from independent growers in Latin America and West Africa. More 
generally, and looking to the future, Morrisons (2018) reported looking to increase 
resilience in its manufacturing and logistics operations. Food produce, aside, 
Kingfisher (2018) emphasised its commitment to protecting natural resources and to 
offering its customers products with a lower environmental footprint, and argued ‘this 
is good for our business too, helping to increase the resilience of our supply chain 
and protect against price rises.’ This approach is also reflected at the other end of 
the supply chain in that Kingfisher (2018) argued that its home products helped to 
create ‘a healthier home and connect with nature’, which would be ‘resilient to 
changing weather.’ 
Some of the selected retailers emphasised their role in developing and enhancing 
the resilience of the communities within their supply chains. Tesco (2019b), for 
example, claimed to be ‘building community resilience’ to help ‘smallholder farmers 
(producing coffee in Latin America, Asia and Africa) who face challenges such as 
poverty, commodity price fluctuations and increasingly erratic weather patterns 
caused by climate change.’ More specifically, the company reported that from 2019, 
all of its instant coffee is accredited by the Rainforest Alliance. This certification 
scheme, first launched in 1996, looks to drive positive social, environmental and 
economic change to improve agricultural and farm management, to boost yields and 
to provide resilience to climate change. In a similar vein, Marks and Spencer (2019a) 
launched its Global Community Programme in 2014 and here the aim is to help to 
build resilient supply chain communities. Further, the company stressed its ‘belief 
that if suppliers, workers, producers and communities are more resilient, the supply 
chain is more resilient and our supply for the future is more secure.’ The Co-
operative Group (2018) reported that ‘building capacity and resilience of our supply 
base to address the underlying causes of human rights issues’ was one of four 
strategic priorities of its work on ethical trade in food. 
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 A commitment to the resilience of employees was reported by some of the 
selected retailers. The John Lewis Partnership (2019), for example, argued that ‘key 
societal health challenges, such as rising obesity, and stress and mental health 
issues are prompting retailers to review how they support the health of their 
employees.’ Further, the company reported that ‘at a time of disruption to the retail 
sector, it has never been more important to keep investing in the wellbeing and 
resilience of our Partners’ (John Lewis Partnership 2019). By way of an illustration of 
this investment commitment, the company outlined the roll out of Unmind, a health 
and wellbeing app., to its employees. As a result, the John Lewis Partnership (2019) 
reported ‘the platform has helped engage Partners in positive conversations about 
mental health’ and ‘there is now a growing community of Partners who are openly 
talking about mental health and taking proactive care of themselves and their 
colleagues.’   
 A number of the selected retailers reported on their commitment to the 
resilience of their technology delivery, of Information and Communication 
Technologies and of information and cyber security. Tesco (2019), for example, 
argued that ‘failure of our IT infrastructure or key IT systems result in loss of 
information, inability to operate effectively, financial or regulatory penalties, and 
negatively impacts our reputation.’ In response to these major risks Tesco (2019) 
reported that ‘a multi-year programme is underway to enhance our technology 
infrastructure and resilience capabilities’ and that this ‘involves significant investment 
in our hosting strategy, partnering with cloud providers and re-engineering some of 
our legacy retail systems.’ Kingfisher (2018), observed that ‘cyber-attacks and 
security incidents have increased in recent years’ and that ‘the retail sector is now a 
target.’ In response to these concerns Kingfisher (2018) reported that ‘cyber security 
continues to receive Executive sponsorship and Board focus’ and that ‘dedicated IT 
governance boards are established to monitor this evolving risk and the associated 
mitigation controls.’  
 For some of the selected retailers, commitments to business continuity 
explicitly embrace resilience. Under the banner ‘Business continuity, operational 
resilience and major incident response’ Sainsbury’s (2019) for example, reported that 
‘a major incident or catastrophic event could impact on the Group’s or individual 
brands ability to trade.’ In looking to address such concerns, Sainsbury’s outlined a 
series of mitigations. These included the alignment of operational resilience, 
including incident management, across the company, regular meetings of the 
Operational Resilience Committee, which sets the operational resilience strategy and 
monitors progress against it and holding Group wide resilience exercises designed to 
imitate real life business continuity scenarios and to test the company’s ability to 
respond effectively. While political stability on the international stage was perceived 
as a potential operational risk, not least in posing threat to the security of supply 
chains, by large retailers, at the time of writing, a number of the selected retailers 
were particularly concerned by the uncertainties associated with the departure of the 
UK from the European Union. Next (2018), for example, outlined the risks and 
operational challenges posed by Brexit but concluded that the company ‘is well 
prepared for this eventuality and we have all the administrative, legal and IT 
framework in place to ensure that we are able to carry on running the business as 
we do now.’ 
 In some ways, Marks and Spencer (2019b) looked to capture the 
comprehensive nature of their approach to resilience by describing the company as 
‘A Resilient Business.’ Essentially the company argued ‘we believe our Plan A 
sustainability agenda can make M&S distinctive and attractive for suppliers 
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worldwide by helping them become more efficient, resilient and competitive.’ As such 
Plan A is seen to explicitly recognise that ‘global population is growing but our planet 
isn’t’, that ‘demand for certain crops, raw materials and resources will soon outstrip 
supply’ and that fluctuations in availability linked to climate change can only make 
things worse (Marks and Spencer 2019b). Marks and Spencer claimed ‘we’ve set a 
clear vision driving growth and increased efficiency through partnerships along our 
supply chain – and a clear objective to become more resilient by empowering people 
in our supply chains to build more resilient local communities.’ The company 
specifically emphasised that empowerment, rather than helping, is the key in that 
‘incremental progress can’t take us much further’, rather ‘we need to spark 
transformative change’, which is seen to involve ‘changing mindsets and giving 
people the tools to address key challenges for their businesses, their communities 
and their lives’ (Marks and Spencer 2019b). 
Reflections 
In the face of a number of potential disruptions and unpredictable events, including 
climate change, the security of supply chains, threats to information and cyber 
security, relationships with local communities and the health and well-being of 
employees, the majority of the selected retailers, albeit in differing measure, have 
publicly recognised the importance of resilience. However, while the growth of online 
retailing is widely described as a disruptive change within retailing, none of the 
selected retailers’ acknowledged it as a threat. In truth, this reflects the reality that all 
the selected retailers have actively developed their online offer, in part of their 
development as multi-channel retailers. At the same time, four wider sets of issues, 
namely measurement; scale and corporate control; distributional equity and power; 
and the relationship between resilience and growth; merit reflection and discussion.  
Firstly, measuring resilience is a thorny issue and the measurement process faces a 
number of conceptual and methodological challenges. Conceptually, different 
definitions of resilience do not make measurement an easy task and given that 
resilience is generally seen as being both time and place specific, then it is difficult to 
establish generic measures which facilitate comparisons over time and space. 
Methodologically the collection of reliable and meaningful data, particularly in 
environments and communities, which have suffered shocks, crises and threats, may 
prove difficult and here companies, organisations and researchers may resort to 
using available and/or surrogate data rather than looking to collect original data at 
the local level. 
Within the retail sector of the economy, Kativhu et al. (2018) proposed an approach 
for ‘developing performance measures of resilience for use in the small retail 
business sector’ but argued that ‘resilience measuring has been a highly contested 
aspect in this sector.’ More specifically, they suggested measuring retail resilience 
within this sector faces two challenges. Such measurement is described as ‘complex’ 
in that it requires not only ’a clear understanding of the multifaceted connections of a 
business and its immediate environment’, but also ‘a detailed understanding of the 
inherent attributes of the enterprise, which contribute to its resilience 
prowess’ (Kativhu et al. 2018). In conclusion, while Kativhu et al. (2018) stressed the 
‘need for future studies to develop simple and customized approaches to resilience 
measuring that are applicable to small retail businesses’, the need for studies which 
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look to explore the measurement of resilience in large retail companies might be 
seen to be more pressing.  
Secondly, there are issues about scale and corporate management and control. The 
disruptive and unpredictable events retailers face, and will continue to face, occur at 
a range of spatial and temporal scales. The spatial scale refers to the extent of the 
area affected by a disruptive event while the temporal scale refers to the duration or 
time length of such an event. Some of the disruptive and unpredictable events that 
impact on retailers may occur at a local level, for example an electricity failure 
affecting a single store’s lighting, refrigeration, cash registers and point-of- sale 
systems, while others, for example an ICT system failure across the company, may 
have major implications at the national level. While climate change can be observed 
at the global scale, because it is essentially a global process, regionally it can also 
have a major impact on retail supply chains and at the local level increasing 
temperatures may prompt retailers to install air conditioning systems in their stores. 
At the same time, time scale is also important in that the duration of disruptive events 
may vary considerably and while the type of local electricity failure cited above may 
be temporary, the impact of climate change on supply chains may be both long term 
and irreversible.  
The different spatial and temporal scales of the disruptive events that impact on 
retailers pose varying management challenges. On the one hand, all large retailers 
have standard plans and procedures in place to manage temporary power failures in 
store, which usually include calmly and efficiently clearing and locking the store, 
contacting the electricity suppliers to ascertain the likely extent of the failure, and 
possibly in large stores switching in emergency generators to safeguard frozen and 
chilled food produce. In such circumstances retailers generally feel they have the 
situation under control and that trading activities will be quickly returned to normal. 
On the other hand, the impacts of continuing climate change and the increasing 
frequency of extreme weather events are unpredictable and not only are they much 
more difficult to mange but in many ways, they defy the corporate control that large 
retailers have come to exert on their supply chains. As such, climate change may be 
seen to threaten the large retailers’ current business models. While the sophisticated 
scenario modelling exercises cited earlier may offer a way forward, they may also 
signal an uncertain future for the retailers, which in extreme form could herald the 
decline of large scale retailing and the growth of small retailers who rely on local, 
rather than international, supply chains.  
Thirdly, there are a set of issues around distributional equity and power. Matin et al. 
(2018), for example, suggested that ‘the apparent failure of resilience to attend to the 
distributive and power dimensions of environmental and development problems is a 
serious limitation of the concept for analysis and practice.’ Meerow and Newell 
(2016), argued that the ‘underlying politics of resilience have been ignored’ and have 
stressed the importance of questioning what they describe as ‘the five w’s’ namely 
resilience for whom, of what, when, where and why. In addressing the question of 
resilience for whom, Vale (2013), for example, argued that ‘the significance of 
resilience depends on whose resilience is being described.’ Further, Vale (2013) 
suggested that many governments and corporations may seek to claim the term, but 
asked ‘how do they decide whose resilience to care about?’ and ‘whose resilience is 
omitted in the process?’ In outlining the importance of the ‘when’ question, Meerow 
and Newell (2016) questioned whether the primary goal is to ‘build resistance to 
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short term disruptions (e.g. hurricanes) or long term stress (e.g. precipitation 
changes caused by climatic change?’) More generally Matin et al. (2018) argued that 
‘as resilience becomes more prevalent in policy and practice, attention to the 
demands of equitable resilience becomes ever more pressing.’ 
In addressing power, MacKinnon and Derickson (2013) argued that the concept of 
resilience ‘is conservative when applied to the social sphere’ and that, as such, it is 
‘not only privileges established social structures, which are often shaped by unequal 
power relations.’ Arguably more contentiously, some critics have argued that popular 
conceptions of resilience privileges the capitalist mode of production. Martin and 
Sunley (2014), for example, argued that ‘the concept of resilience is easily captured 
by neoliberal ideology, to prioritise the status quo, and the importance of self-
reliance, flexibility and the role of self -correcting market adjustments.’ More 
pointedly, MacKinnon and Derickson (2013) concluded ‘resilience thinking has 
become implicated within the hegemonic modes of thought that support global 
capitalism.’  
The issues of distributional equity and power certainly resonate within the retail 
world. One of the key themes in the selected retailers’ resilience plans and planning 
is that of business continuity. In his Introduction to Asda’s (2014) ‘The Challenge of a 
Changing Climate’, Paul Kelly (Vice President Corporate Affairs) stressed the 
company’s commitment to ‘deliver low cost every day’ and more generally the 
company’s commitment is to ‘saving our customers money every day.’ However, 
business continuity can be seen to be the most important issue in that the company 
(Asda 2014) also emphasised ‘our mission is to be Britain’s most trusted retailer’ and 
in outlining the impact of long term climate change on supply chains and business 
operations, the company reported ‘we’re going to implement a framework to adapt.’ 
More generally, while the majority of the selected retailers report on their 
commitment to the resilience of their suppliers, workforce and communities, the 
underlying focus is on privileging corporate business interests and goals above those 
of other stakeholders.   
Finally, there are issues about resilience and economic growth and the continuing 
demands such growth makes on the planet’s finite natural resources. On the one 
hand, all the selected retailers are firmly committed to continuing business growth. In 
outlining its commitment to ‘A Resilient Business’, Marks and Spencer (2019b), for 
example, emphasised its ‘clear vision’, namely ‘driving growth and increased 
efficiency.’ On the other hand, and more radically, Amsler (2019) argued that ‘there is 
a blind spot in analyses that uphold the sustainability of globalized capitalism’ and 
that mainstream thinking, learning and policy effectively help societies to ‘become 
resilient within harmful environments that are conceived as inevitable’ rather than to 
‘generate possibilities for fundamentally other ways of organizing life.’ This reinforces 
Amsler’s (2009) earlier invitation ‘to explore the complex processes through which 
competing visions of just futures are produced, resisted and realized.’ Such thinking 
is clearly linked to the notion that resilience has become implicated in supporting 
global capitalism, outlined earlier, but such approaches are unlikely to find any favour 
within the corporate retail world.  
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Conclusion 
  
The findings of this exploratory case study revealed that In the face of a number of 
potential disruptions and unpredictable events, the majority of the leading retailers in 
the UK publicly recognised the importance of resilience. More specifically, the case 
study outlines how the leading retailers are responding to a number of challenging 
issues including climate change, the security of supply chains, threats to information 
delivery and cyber security, relationships with local communities and the health and 
well-being of employees. While resilience plans and policies are being developed to 
respond to all these challenges, climate change, and its potential impact on the 
security of supply chains, is seen as the most important and the most unpredictable 
by the leading retailers in the UK. The authors recognise that this case study has its 
limitations, not least in that it is based on secondary information drawn from the 
retailer’s corporate websites. However, they believe that in providing an initial 
exploratory review of the resilience plans and policies being developed by the 
leading retailers in the UK, it provides a foundation for more detailed research 
studies which may be rooted in primary research amongst a number of the 
stakeholders who are contributing to retailers’ resilience planning. 
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